How did you end up becoming a neuroscientist again? After I had studied for and taken the bar exam, I was planning to take one month off before starting work at the law firm. At this same exact time, my good friend from grad school, Todd Holmes, was starting his own lab in the biology department at NYU, so I decided to stop by and say hello. I walked in the door to his lab, and it 
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was a big empty room with a huge pile of brand new equipment and supplies all still in boxes: gel boxes, power supplies, electrophysiology amplifiers, centrifuges, etc. Seeing all this stuff definitely set something off in my mind, and I said to Todd, "Hey, man. I'm just kicking around for a few weeks before starting at the law firm. How about I help you unpack your stuff?" Well, one thing led to another, and the next thing I knew, I was a full-time post-doc in Todd's lab, and a part-time litigation attorney (at a different law firm than the one that had originally hired me, which is an interesting story for another day).
How would you characterize your personal style of scientific creativity? My process for scientific creativity revolves around the fact that I am extraordinarily impatient and easily bored, and would much rather stumble around haphazardly than move in a directed manner. It is obviously hugely important for scientific progress that individual scientists spend entire careers exploiting their hard-won expertise drilling deeper and deeper into key questions. I am constitutionally incapable of this kind of sustained focus, and require constant novelty to remain engaged. The strategy that I have arrived at through trial and error that works for me very well is to take methods and ideas from one scientific area and then apply them in another.
My first taste of this was as a post-doc. I took ideas and methods from ion channel biophysics and applied them in the context of the neural circuit in the Drosophila brain that controls circadian rhythms of rest and activity, and thereby generated novel findings that were of substantial interest to the circadian field. More recently, my lab has been expanding from being solely a 'fly lab' to working on the neural circuits that control behavior of the nematode worm Caenorhabditis elegans. We don't think about worm behavior in the same ways as those who have been studying worms for years. Not having been a trained circadian biologist or 'fly person' as a postdoc enabled me to stumble onto interesting unexpected fly circadian biology, and now not being a trained 'worm person' has enabled my lab to stumble onto interesting, unexpected worm behaviors and the neural computations that underlie them.
You are a visiting scientist at Janelia Farm Research Campus. What is it like to spend time there?
Janelia is a unique environment to do science, designed specifically to incentivize styles of research that are disincentivized by the institutional structures of traditional academic research. Because professional advancement in academia relies on assessments of 'scientific independence', complex collaborative projects are discouraged. Janelia encourages large-scale collaborative efforts analogous to the genome projects of the 1990s, but directed at cracking thorny problems in neuroscience. Going back and forth between traditional academic science in my lab at Yale and the distinct Janelia model definitely suits my easily bored nature.
Is it true that you wear a New York
Yankees shirt every day? Yes. I have an entire closet full of Yankees apparel. My father took me to see game 6 of the 1977 World Series game at Yankee Stadium. I was kind of a jerky little kid, and so I was rooting for the Los Angeles Dodgers just to be annoying to my father and his friends. When Reggie Jackson came to the plate in the bottom of the eighth inning having already hit two home runs earlier in the game, the fans were screaming REGGIE! REGGIE! REGGIE! He launched another massive home run on the first pitch he saw, and the electricity of that moment turned me into a diehard Yankee fan.
Why is neuroscience so exciting right now? Since my undergraduate days, I have been captivated by the question of how neural circuits perform the computations that underlie complex animal behaviors. At that time, the most sophisticated techniques available for manipulating and measuring nervous system function in the behaving animal were electrical stimulation/lesioning and single-unit recordings, respectively. These techniques only permitted cellular targeting based on gross anatomical subdivisions of the brain. Indeed, my first published research manuscript involved assessing the effects of electrolytic lesions of the medial amygdala on steroid-induced sodium intake. As a result of technical advances that have occurred over the last decade or so, we now have available highly refined approaches for manipulating and measuring neural function in specific, genetically targeted subsets of neurons in vivo. These techniques are really breaking open the field, and enabling detailed descriptions of the neural computations that underlie complex animal behaviors.
What for you is the most fun aspect of being a scientist? The greatest thing about being a scientist is being able to spend most of my time in intense interactions with amazingly bright, curious people, helping them launch their scientific careers. There is nothing more energizing to me than a detailed discussion with my post-docs and grad students about their latest results. It is truly an honor to have such fantastic people to work with. Do you have any advice for young scientists just getting started on their careers? In my experience, the pedagogical emphasis in graduate scientific training on 'hypothesis testing' is misguided. When you are choosing a lab to do your dissertation research, be very wary of ones that are driven by the search for experimental proof of some grand theory. It is much better to design experiments that provide opportunities for the organism to tell you how it works, than to wrestle the organism into submission to a preconceived hypothesis. Design new tools or approaches with the potential for revealing novel biology, and apply those tools in biologically relevant contexts. This has been my recipe for continual surprise at the amazing innovations of biological evolution, and keeping boredom at bay.
What is it like to teach physiology to medical students? The medical students at Yale are among the most driven people I have encountered, but that drive is very much focused on clinical practice. Our task as basic science faculty is to show them (not tell them!) how a deep knowledge of the basic sciences is essential for diagnosing and treating the small fraction of cases they will eventually encounter that do not submit to pattern-matching approaches. In physiology, we do this in a small case-conference format, where one or two faculty lead groups of about ten first-year students in Socratic dialogue revolving around a clinical scenario constructed to illustrate particular fundamental physiological principles. The students value this pedagogical approach much more than sitting in a big lecture hall listening to someone blather at them. I consider it an honor to play this small role in educating future members of the medical profession. Do you like to cook or bake? I love cooking, and hate baking. My style of cooking is completely improvisational, and I never follow recipes (although I absolutely use them for inspiration). I start with some basic ingredients and flavor elements, and then build on them incrementally to compose a dish. Baking is painfully boring to me, as it requires exact adherence to a recipe to obtain a delicious result (Although I certainly enjoy the fruits of others' baking efforts!). Just like I thrive on being continually surprised by biology, my favorite cooking experiences surprise me at the final dish.
